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INTRODUCTION

The theme “A cultural history of the Romanian peasantry between 1900-1948” aims to
provide a detailed and complex analysis of the peasant world in our country, using a recent
interdisciplinary and hermeneutic methodology. Historiography of the 20th century has shown an
interest in the theme of the peasantry, but no extensive syntheses have been made around this
very relevant subject. The history of the peasantry and the Romanian village is a complex and
challenging subject, which requires thorough research, attentive to the ideological influences on
historiographical approaches, both in archival documents and in works already published by
historians and other researchers. The temptation of historians to restore the cultural, political and
social dominants of the eras has caused the rural world to be marginalized among the study
themes, especially since it has always crept “silently” into the pages of the past. There was and is
a prejudice among researchers to see the rural world as far too reluctant to capitalism, but
capitalism did not have the same repercussions in all the rural regions it penetrated. Depending
on the context, it even had paradoxical effects, disadvantageous in certain aspects, which is why
there was an inertia in the rural world, not only of the peasants, but also of the churches, who
saw in the imposition of the urban model an assault on a rural world that had its own social,
economic and cultural specificity. For the Western world, all analyses converge towards the idea
that modernization at the end of the 19th century functioned as a destructive agent in the rural
world, contributing to the gradual erosion of the peasant class. In its place, a new social category
gradually emerged — the agricultural farmers — exponents of an agriculture increasingly
integrated into the mechanisms of industrialized capitalism. '

In Western Europe, the industrialization process profoundly changed agriculture,
gradually transforming peasants into industrial workers. The mechanization of agriculture led to
increased productivity, but reduced the need for labor in the rural area. Most peasants, except for
those who worked on farms, were forced to look for jobs in the industrial sector. But one more
aspect must be mentioned, influenced by the romantic assault of nationalisms in the 19th century,
namely the fact that not only here, in the provinces inhabited by Romanians, but also in the
Western space, national elites selected certain elements of peasant culture to integrate them into
the national cultural identity. Thus, folk costumes, part of rural festivities, traditional music and
peasant-specific culinary preparations were transformed into symbols of the national heritage. In
cultural and intellectual debates, polemics focused on the tendencies to preserve this national
specificity or, on the contrary, on abandoning it, as a residue of an outdated, obsolete world. The
striking illusions of progress in the 19th and 20th centuries deeply infiltrated the conceptions of
the future of culture and civilization, which was supposed to be urban, not rural. The rural-urban
dichotomy led to the construction of negative definitions of the “rural” space, which fueled
recurrent debates among public opinion and politicians. La fin des paysans, a book launched in
1967 by Henri Mendras, emphasized that the peasant was always disoriented by innovation,
which pushed him towards specialization and indebtedness. For over a century, the peasant had
been presented with the idea that innovations were without serious social consequences, but in
reality they were upsetting his social status, culture and lifestyle. >

The British historian Eric Hobsbawm, referring in Age of Extremes (1994) to the
evolution of the Western peasantry, emphasized that the most dramatic change of the second half

1 Cf. Eric Hobsbawm , Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991, London: Michael Joseph, 1994,
pp. 288-289; Max Weber, , Capitalisme et société rurale, in Tracés”, Revue de Sciences humaines, 29, 2015,pp. 133-
158. https://journals.openedition.org/traces/6346, accesat in 12 mai 2023.




of the century. XX, and the one that definitively separates us from the past, was the
disappearance of the peasantry, which represented the majority of humanity throughout history.
Hobsbawm wrote that "for 80% of humanity, the Middle Ages ended abruptly in the 1950s",
when the death of the peasantry was declared, not only demographically, but also culturally and
spiritually. The rural world was the bearer of certain forms of communion and social solidarity,
of relationships, values, norms, different from urban ones. Along with the decline or even the
disappearance of the peasantry, the forms of traditional rural life also disappeared, with its values
sedimented in history, generation after generation. Not much is said about the peasantry's effort
to resist the imposition of agrarian industrialization or about its receptivity to certain important
demands of the new definitions of civilization, which imposed education, hygiene, improvements
to the rural habitat. Let us not forget the historical context in which the disappearance of the
peasantry occurred, after the Second World War. In the East, the destruction of the peasantry was
done through socialist-communist policy, by purging it for alleged collaboration.?

Researchers tend to see in the phenomenon of the disappearance of the peasantry a
triumph, a victory of modernity, not a drama of a world that has gone through all of history,
undergone social and cultural metamorphoses, but has tended to preserve the traditions that
defined its identity and ensured the fundamental basis of human and social existence: food.* We
must also note that the history and sociology of the peasantry and the rural world have a national
or even regional character, so that histories and sociologies, including rural ones, are closed in
their specific agrarian problems. The notions of "peasantry" and "rural" are so encrusted with
ideas, images and prejudices that analyses of the theme are forced to find a line that is as
convincing and honest as possible. In the last half century, the definition of the rural world has
often passed through the filters of sociological theories, which consider that rurality no longer
exists in the West, this disappearance being due to the so-called incompatibility between the
traditional world and the surge of postmodernity, so reluctant to history and memory. Under
these prejudices, a boom in academic studies on the peasantry took place in the 1960s-1980s,
most of which spoke of the peasantry and historical villages as a world stubbornly determined to
preserve traditions, a world separated from the path of progress, of advanced modernity, long
remaining in cultural and spiritual obscurantism.” Unlike "urbanity" which was sketched with
ideal features ("civility", polite customs, courtesy, etc.), "rurality" or "rusticity" was described as
a backward, "peripheral" reality.®

In “Remembering Peasants: A Personal History of a Vanished World” (2024), historian
P. Joyce notes a general unfamiliarity among social scientists with the complex history of the
peasantry and an exaggerated zeal to commemorate its disappearance from European soil. Joyce

A

2 Simona Nicoara, , Introducere Reconceptualizari si reorientari in cercetarea ruralului”, in Caiete de antropologie
istoricd ( de acum inainte CAl) , anul XXII, nr. 2 (43), lulie-Decembrie, 2023, pp. 5-14.

3 E. Hobsbawm, op.cit., pp. 288-289.

4 Glenn Davis Stone, ,,Malthus, Agribusiness, and the Death of the Peasantry”, Current Anthropology, vol. 42, no. 4,
August-October 2001, pp. 575-578.

5 Henry Bernstein, ,, The Peasantry” in Global Capitalism: Who, Where and Why?, Socialist Register 2001, pp. 25-
26.

6 S. Nicoara, op. cit., pp. 5-7.



seems to believe that the 1970s marked a critical historical rupture between peasant Europe and
modernity. The reason for this transformation was the “third agricultural revolution” — the
mechanization of farms, the standardization of crops, and the increasing concentration of land
and capital. Joyce shows us that these transformations intensified the conviction among
researchers that the definition of the peasant must be changed, and his way of life, culture, and
spirituality must be analyzed under the sign of anachronism. He rejects the idea of avoiding the
label "peasant" because of its modern pejorative connotations, and notes that some scholars risk
not only disparaging the rural world but also falling into the temptation of romanticizing it if they
do not also take into account the many social, natural, political, and military calamities that have
marked the modern past. The reality of the peasant was divided between the "ordinary,
everyday" periods of agricultural labor and the "extraordinary suffering" of famine, war, and
natural disasters. Joyce also addresses the political economy of peasant life, reviewing the factors
that affected the survival of peasants in modernity—markets, land ownership, field organization,
nature, serfdom, and so on—underscoring the diversity of European peasant experience in the
past. The historical and contemporary question of the peasantry involves multiple cultural-
anthropological aspects, and Joyce analyzes peasant dwellings, both through their architecture
and the common accessories inside, along with customs related to baptism, marriage, and burial,
before delving into a discussion of peasant cosmology and folklore. He highlights the importance
of popular cults, religious beliefs, pilgrimages, and other customs that characterized the syncretic
religious practices of European peasants.

From the point of view of cultural history, the study of the peasantry involves a broad and
complex panorama, which includes both its analysis as a demographic reality and as a social
mentality. Throughout history, the diversity of the Romanian village has been remarkable, but, in
addition to changes, we find in its structure numerous constants, usually united under the term of
traditions and customs. The cultural or socio-cultural history of the peasantry is not limited to
events, but also examines the collective mentality, that is, the sensitivities, attitudes and social
behaviors specific to each historical moment. The recognized merit of cultural history lies in its
immersion in the specifics of historical eras, restored through period sources and through a
methodology that capitalizes on the contributions of other social sciences.” Under the register of
socio-cultural history, I propose to research a diversity of aspects (demographic, social,
economic, cultural, ethnographic, institutional) found in an inextricable historical connection.
The importance of a comparative approach concerns both the chronological vertical and the
horizontal level, that between the Romanian provinces. The definitions of the countryside used in
each country differ in many points and do not allow for an easy comparative approach. Although
Romanian historiography has dealt with the subject of the peasantry, often the approaches have
been limited to short periods or to certain regions, which encourages the need for a longer
analysis. I opted for a period of four decades, 1900-1940, precisely in order to capture the major
and minor changes that were felt in the status, demographic share, life and dominant activities of
the rural world. The first part of the 20th century was among the most turbulent periods in the
historical life of the peasantry, which was subjected, in Europe and in our country, to political
regimes that encouraged modernization, renewal in a world that was fundamentally conservative.
Legislative, political, ideological and military changes, major events such as the Great War and

7 Roger Chartier, ,Histoire culturelle et histoire des mentalités. Trajectoires et questions”, Revue de synthese, no.
111-112, 1983, pp. 277-307; Jean-Pierre Rioux, Jean-Francois Sirinelli, dir., Pour une histoire culturelle, Paris:
Editions Seuil, 1997, p. 455.



the Great Depression (1929-1933), dramatically influenced the situation of the peasantry. As we
will see from the analysis, the peasantry felt the strongest impact of the confrontation between
tradition and modernity. Rural modernization was not a linear and total journey, but involved a
continuous interaction between local traditions and new economic and cultural directions.®
Liberal capitalism, penetrating the rural world, led to the separation of some peasant layers from
the rural world and their proletarianization. Mircea Vulcanescu's criticism of the phenomenon of
modernization, as it was understood from the pasoptists onwards, is interesting. Westernization
and modernization presented themselves especially to the peasants as an "aberration of nature",
as an anomaly, an interruption of the natural course of things. The approach of criticizing
Westernization was older in Vulcanescu. He had been speaking about “the two Romanias” since
1932, affirming — from the sociologist’s point of view — the irreconcilable nature of the rupture
between authentic rural Romania and the modernized urban one: “here, around the problems of
the two Romanias, lies the essential core of the question about our future as a nation”. Critics,
from this perspective, approved of the modernization process (such as Eugen Lovinescu or
Stefan Zeletin), not only in its economic aspect, but especially in its cultural one. These critics
invoked, in favor of their pro-modernizing point of view, the idea of the unacceptable
backwardness of Romanian rural society, in order to emphasize the necessity of Westernization.’

Mircea Vulcanescu's criticism of the phenomenon of modernization, as it was understood
from the time of the pasoptists onwards, is interesting. Westernization and modernization were
presented especially to the peasants as an "aberration of nature", as an anomaly, an interruption
of the natural course of things. Vulcanescu's approach to criticizing Westernization was older.
He had been speaking since 1932 about "the two Romanias", affirming - from the sociologist's
point of view - the irreconcilable nature of the rupture between authentic rural Romania and the
modernized urban one: "here, around the problems of the two Romanias, lies the essential core of
the question about our future as a nation". Critics, from this perspective, approved of the
modernization process (such as Eugen Lovinescu or Stefan Zeletin), not only in its economic
aspect, but especially in its cultural one. These critics invoked, in favor of their pro-modernizing
point of view, the idea of the unacceptable backwardness of Romanian rural society, to
emphasize the need for Westernization.*

My research aims to examine the history of the most numerous social class in Romania in
the past centuries, combining historical, geographical, sociological, ethnographic, mythological,
linguistic and legal perspectives. The historical retrospective on the peasantry aims to identify its
social, legal and economic condition in all provinces, in order to understand the stage from
which the metamorphosis of this social class began, under the impact of modern mentalities,
which made urbanization and industrialization a priority. Phenomena such as demographic
changes, habitat structure, daily life, health, the land problem, socio-economic structures and the
effects of calamities, at the community and country level, are fundamental aspects in the
description of the village and the Romanian peasant. A genuine study of the social condition of

8 S. Nicoara, op. cit., p. 9.

9 Adrian Valentin Moraru, ,,Mircea Vulcanescu” si ,Dimensiunea romaneasca a existentei”, in CAl, anul XIX, nr. 1
(36), lanuarie—lunie, 2020, pp. 15-16.

10 Adrian Valentin Moraru, ,,Mircea Vulcanescu” si ,Dimensiunea romaneasca a existentei”, in CA/, anul XIX, nr. 1
(36), lanuarie—lunie, 2020, pp. 15-16.



the peasantry must highlight the hierarchical structures of the village that remain, but also the
forms of communion of religious values and solidarities that were built and solidified in the rural
mentality.*

The investigation I propose aims to achieve a long-term synthesis, without claims of
exhaustiveness, regarding the history of the peasantry, that is, its complex aspects,
interconnected with all compartments of social, political, economic, symbolic, mythological life,
customs and mentality, including forms of violence. David Prodan, for Transylvania, and
Gheorghe Platon, for the Principalities, emphasized that the study of the peasantry must be
carried out in a broader context, and not only on themes or restricted areas. Barbu Stefanescu
offered us arguments about a historical-anthropological approach to rural communities. Starting
from the observation that, throughout Romanian history, the village and the peasantry constitute
major demographic components, rural history is meant to remain at the center of concerns,
regardless of the change in historiographic fashion. The Braudelian long duration, which finds
its theoretical arguments in this apparently immobile world, said the ethnologist from Oradea, is
not to be confused with the stagnation, with the immobility that has often been spoken of.
Tradition itself does not mean, in any society, an immutable dowry, transmitted in its integrity
from generation to generation. No generation has the feeling of betraying tradition if it gives up
some elements in favor of others since the social essence does not change. Here are some
elements to which the historian is called upon to be very attentive, to double the anthropologist,
to amend his supposedly static vision; just as he is equally obliged to be attentive, to identify and
emphasize in his writing the elements of continuity, to give credit to those continuities.” Despite
the resistance of the rural world to change, there was still an expectation in the direction of
renewal. B. Stefanescu highlighted anthropological aspects of the village that have remained
steadfast in the face of modernity, because they are deeply anchored in the human and social
essence. Within rural communities, a set of behavioral norms is perpetuated that contributed to
the cohesion of the village and to the shaping of a distinct identity. A fundamental element of
rural life is represented by the symbolic and ritual dimension, through which the village
constantly reaffirms its common values and solidarity. The family, validated by marriage, was
the central pillar of social organization in the rural environment.”® The rural community offered
the image of a well-structured organism, but it was not without imperfections. The collective life
of the village was marked by contradictions, divergences of interests and local or larger-scale
tensions, sometimes manifested through acts of violence as a reaction to injustices and abuses.
The village institutions, especially the town hall and the church, resorted to traditional methods
to ensure order and the proper functioning of community life. At the same time, the state wanted
and, especially after 1900, succeeded in implementing its own regulations in areas such as
legislation, administration, health and education. In contact with modernity, the village went
through a gradual process of transformation.™

|H

11 Jean-Claude Bontron, , Le concept de ruralité a I'épreuve du changement social ”, en Territoires ruraux et
développement, Quel réle pour la recherche ?, Cemagref Editions, Association Descartes, 1994, pp. 162-166

12 Barbu Stefanescu, ,lIstoria rurala romaneasca si perspectiva metodologica a antropologiei istorice”,in CAl, anul
VII, nr. 1-2 (12-13), ianuarie — decembrie, 2008, pp. 21-29.

13 Idem, ,Violenta si sociabilitate rurald”, in CA/l, anul I, nr. 2, iulie — decembrie, 2002, p. 36.

14 Idem, ,Modernizare rurald”, CAl, anul VIII, nr. 1 (14), ianuarie —iunie, 2009, pp. 31-54.



Chapter 1, entitled Monographic, ethnographic, historical and literary incursions into the
peasant world, reveals the main concerns about the village world and the peasant mentality from
1900 to 1940. Even though studies about people in rural areas date back to the mid-19th century,
in the first interwar decade, the Romanian village became a central subject of interest for
researchers, students and teachers. The Romanian Association for Social Monographs, founded
by Dimitrie Gusti, played an essential role in documenting and analyzing rural life, organizing
research campaigns in several villages between 1925 and 1929. The results were valorized
through exhibitions, documentary films and dedicated sections in international museums.
Sociology had important concerns about the Romanian peasant and village, but tended towards
typologies, which screened a historical vision of rural realities. Sociological monographs played
an important role in reconstructing all aspects of rural life in the 20th century in particular, and
the data collected led to statistics, to the formulation of general judgments, which obscure the
local or zonal specificity of the villages and the different political and ideological path through
which they passed in the last 200 years. The Gustian monographic school, the sociology of the
chair in Cluj, represented by V. I. Barbat, Constantin Sudeteanu, G. Em. Marica, 1. Todoran,
Traian Herseni, Henri H. Sthal and others, contributed, in the interwar period, to the
development of studies on the peasant and the village in the various Romanian provinces. The
studies were hosted by journals such as "Society of Tomorrow", "Archive for Science and Social
Reform", "Romanian Sociology", "Revista Institutului Social Banat-Crisana" or "Buletinul
Institutului Social din Bessarabia" and others. The way in which the spirit of identity manifests
itself in the consciousness of the peasants and its practical application have often been subjects
of debate. Historiography of the 20th century was receptive to the theme of the peasantry, but no
extensive syntheses in this regard were noted. Most aspects of social life were included in works
that concerned national life, the role of the peasantry in preserving tradition or the role of Astra
in the culturalization of the peasantry, etc.

The structure of the work emphasizes the approach to some aspects related to the history
of the peasantry, being built on Introduction, five chapters with suggestive subchapters and ends
with brief conclusions. Chapter II is entitled The Peasant Question: The Legacy of the 19th
Century and reveals that the history of the village and village life has remarkable continuities,
although, in the century, the peasants of all the provinces were subjected to a systematic work of
culturalization, which had profound effects. On the other hand, the preservation of the
demographically majority peasant identity was required, as the basis of the national identity, on
the other hand, the new capitalist means, values and principles of modernity were cultivated. The
nation, which had a demographically majority peasantry, could exist without the peasantry
adhering to national symbols such as ethnicity, history, language, culture and faith. In the 19th
century, rural realities became the central subject of social sciences, as villages highlighted
practical problems related to hygiene, precarious housing, illiteracy, outdated technology, and
rural migration. In the 19th century, the Romanian peasantry began the process of modernization,
which was characterized by culturalization, understood as an effort for social and economic
emancipation, but these trends had contradictory consequences.

The modernization of the Romanian state was based on the consolidation of peasant
ownership and the reduction of large landholdings, a direction opposite to the West. Instead of
absorbing the rural labor force into the industrial sector, as happened in Western Europe,
Romania chose the path of peasant ownership. This process did not aim so much at improving
the social conditions of the peasantry, but rather at creating a modern state, which, in essence,



failed to solve the economic and social problems of this class. A segment of the elite of large
landowners transformed into the bourgeoisie, but these changes did not have a major influence
on the situation of the peasantry. However, the national bourgeoisie supported the modernization
of agricultural societies, but without producing essential changes in the living conditions of the
peasants. The end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century was a period of
ideological and cultural changes, dominated by currents such as agrarianism, poporanism and
socialism. A common point of these currents was the idea that the Romanian peasant had to have
a place of reference in national development, especially in terms of education. In the
Samanatorist doctrine, the peasant was seen as the "source of moral energies" and an essential
pillar for the development of society. Through this type of discourse, the aim was to raise the
awareness of the peasantry regarding its role in the evolution of Romanian society, emphasizing
the need to raise the cultural level by capitalizing on the Romanian specifics.

Chapter III was titled Peasantry and the Romanian Village, 1900-1918. Changing Times.
It emphasizes that the rural state was affected, even at the beginning of the 20th century, by the
intersection of local traditions and the modernization and culturalization efforts promoted by the
national state and by economic and cultural associations and societies. Rural modernization
required the involvement of intellectuals, politicians, teachers, priests, doctors, etc. The debates
around the peasant issue, the lifting of the demographic majority out of poverty and
backwardness, were many and polemical. Economic development depended on the conviction of
society regarding the importance of the new agriculture, but also on the awareness of the role of
the villager in Romanian society. For the national ideologies and policies of the first decades of
the 20th century. XX, the peasant problem became crucial, especially after the great uprising of
1907. Ideological, political, cultural, economic and spiritual discourses did not overcome the
contradictory opinions regarding the future of the village.

Chapter IV is called The Peasant World in the Interwar Period (1919-1940) and
highlights the new debates related to the peasant issue in the new context of Unified Romania.
The interwar period was one of the most dramatic periods, in which various problems related to
the standardization of legislation and administration, to the economic recovery of the country,
including the agrarian one, overlapped. Still predominantly rural, Romania had to solve difficult
problems: on the one hand, there was economic modernization in a Western spirit, which
translated into the assault of industrialization, on the other hand, the condition of an agrarian
state, in which large property owned the largest share of arable land, contradicted the express
promise of King Ferdinand I and the Governments to provide adequate electoral and agrarian
reform. The agrarian reform increased the number of peasants owning plots, but these remained
mostly small and medium-sized, which did not allow for increased productivity of the rural
household. Then, the modest financial condition of the peasants did not allow for the purchase of
large numbers of machines and tools, although consistent steps were made through the rural
comrades, through their collaboration with the village banks.

Chapter V The interwar peasant economy between tradition and innovation, represents a
panorama of the diversity of Romanian villages and their cultural and spiritual customs. At the
same time, the chapter emphasizes the great work of culturalization, which Astra and the other
cultural societies and associations carried out so that the level of school, sanitary, hygienic,
cultural and spiritual education would correspond to the new times. The conclusions, a selective
Bibliography and several Annexes conclude the entire work.



In the period studied, 1900-1940, there are numerous and important accounts regarding
demography, social hierarchy, rural culture, literacy, mentalities, hygiene, social conflicts, the
influence of natural calamities, the impact of World War I, the interwar period, offered by
historians, anthropologists, sociologists, folklorists, theologians, psychologists, teachers, doctors,
politicians, etc. A library could be created through what was written, published and spoken about
the peasant issue, but these were not always based on rigorous statistical findings or on analyses
that take into account the difference between real life and the visions about the village and the
peasantry, circulated at the political, cultural and ideological level. A valuable source for
knowledge of the rural world is offered by ethnographic museums: the Astra Museum in
Dumbrava, Sibiu County, the "Dimitrie Gusti" National Village Museum in Bucharest, the
"Romulus Vuia" Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania in Cluj-Napoca. These reflect aspects of
the habitat, complete details of the households exhibited in the main areas of Romania:
Transylvania, Oltenia, Banat, Maramures, Bucovina, Moldavia and Dobrogea. More precisely,
these museums, reconstruct the various types of houses existing between the 19th and 20th
centuries, as well as the interiors of the exhibited buildings, provide data on the materials used in
Romanian folk architecture, as well as the construction techniques used for each household. The
households reconstructed within the museums, through the way they were built (the materials
and techniques applied), their specific inventory and annexes, provide an authentic image of the
social and economic conditions of the people, reflecting their occupations and standard of
living.*

My work is based on a variety of sources, including censuses, unpublished documents
and published studies, monographs and state archives. The 1900 census in Transylvania and the
1910 census in Hungary provide us with detailed data on the demographic structure of the
population in the regions inhabited by Romanians, as well as on their health, mortality and
economic structure. The 1869-1870 census, carried out by the Hungarian authorities, recorded a
number of 2609 villages and 103 hamlets for Transylvania. The 1900 Census recorded a number
of 2562 rural localities, while the 1910 Census recorded 2561 villages, only one less. The 1912
census of Romania was conducted according to international principles of statistical
organization, providing a clear picture of the population of the Kingdom of Romania. The 1930
census established itself as a professional standard in modern Romanian statistics, benefiting
from the expertise of the most competent specialists from various fields such as statisticians,
sociologists, jurists and mathematicians.

The most important sources of statistical information are the Statistical Yearbook of
Romania, the Demographic Bulletin of Romania and the Statistical Indicator of villages and
territorial administrative units in Romania, which appeared in 1932. The research of the topic
was supported by the use of documents kept at the Central National Historical Archives, the
(D.AN.LC.) department, including especially funds related to the Agrarian Reform of 1921. For
a representation of the village and its inhabitants, I used photographs taken by Tache Papahagi,
located in the collection of the Romanian Academy Library, Stamps section. Dictionaries,
encyclopedias, and the press were important for outlining some aspects of the thesis. Magazines
such as Gazeta Transilvaniei, Transilvania, Tara Noastra, Biserica si Scoala, Bunul Econom,

15 Alina loana Suta, ,Relevanta muzeelor etnografice in reconstituirea habitatului rural transilvan la mijlocul sec.
al- XIX-lea si inceputul sec. XX”, in CA/, anul VII, nr. 1-2 (12-13), ianuarie — decembrie, 2008, pp. 217-244.



Boabe de Grau, Societatea de Maine, Tovarasia, and others were invaluable for the details of the
subject.

The most relevant works that address the life and conditions of the Romanian peasant
come from a wide range of fields, from sociology and medicine, to ethnology, history and
popular culture. These studies offered a complex vision of the peasant from various perspectives,
reflecting his social, economic and cultural evolution. One of the first to focus on the condition
of the Romanian peasant was Pavel Vasici, with his work Catechismul sanatarii (1870), a
hygiene and dietetics manual intended to help the rural population. In the same period, G. Vuia
published Higiena poporald cu vedere la sateanul romana (1888), a work in which he analyzed
the hygienic conditions of the peasants and their impact on health. Iacob Felix, in Istoria igienei
la romani (1901), addresses the evolution of this discipline in the Romanian social context of the
19th and early 20th centuries. In addition to health-related issues, historical and social studies
played a key role in understanding the peasant. Nicolae lorga, in Sate si preoti din Ardeal (1902),
and Cercetari asupra stasi taranilor in veacurile patrucate (1910), investigated the social and
political conditions in Romanian villages, revealing the role of peasants in the historical
evolution of the country. The peasant uprising, as a historical phenomenon, was explored by
Partenie and Cosma in Rascoala taranilor in Romania (1907), which analyzes the causes and
effects of these social movements. From a cultural perspective, works such as Credinte si
superstitioni ale poporului romand by Artur Gorovei (1915) and Boli, leacuri si plante de leiac
necona de silac si Then, studies such as Agricultura tardneascd in Ardeal by Octavian Prie (1937)
and Proprietatea agrard in Ardeal by Petru Suciu (1931) illustrated the evolution of the rural
economy and the impact of agrarian reforms. The work of social and economic analysis
continued into the 20th century, with research on the changes in post-war rural life. Mitita
Constantinescu, in L'evolution de la propriété rurale a reforme agraire en Roumanie (1925),
detailed the process of agrarian reform in Romania, while George Bujoreanu and other authors
continued to explore the social and economic life of the Romanian village, addressing themes
such as peasant movements, the family, and property structures. Specialized studies continued to
highlight the close connection between the peasant's daily life and the social, economic and
political processes that shaped Romania, and research from the interwar and postwar period,
including the works of Constantin Corbu and Aurel Radutiu, consolidated the understanding of
how the Romanian peasant evolved and adapted to new historical realities, as well as others, also
inserted in the general Bibliography of the thesis. The sources on which the research was based
are much more reliable, including monographs, maps®, statistics, economic, agricultural,
ethnographic, linguistic atlases or encyclopedias.”’” All the monographic and historiographic
references provide valuable data on the shaping of the aspects that I have chosen from this four-
decade history (1900-1940) of the Romanian rural world, but many of these data have been
passed through the ideological filters of the period in which they were written. Critical
approaches were necessary, but even more necessary were the selections of themes, which would

16 L'Agricalture en Roum.. Atlas statistique, publié par le Ministers de I'Agriculture et des Domaines, Bucuresti,
1938.

17 Anton Golopentia, ,,Gradul de modernizare al regiunilor rurale ale Romaniei”, in Sociologie Romdneasci:
Revista Sectiei Sociologice a Institutului Social Roman, 04, nr. 04-06, aprilie-iunie, Bucuresti, 1939, p. 209.



outline a coherent image for a cultural history of the peasantry, so that it could serve as a relevant
reference for other researchers or for those interested in the study of peasant history.

The period between 1900 and 1940 represented a significant interval for rural
agriculture in Romania, marked by economic, social and political changes that influenced the
way in which peasants and rural communities carried out their agricultural activities. At the
beginning of the 20th century, agriculture in Romania was carried out in a predominantly
traditional framework. Most peasants relied on traditional agricultural techniques, using animal
traction and manual methods for field work. The years that followed the First World War were
an extremely difficult period for Romania, the immense material and human losses suffered in
the two years of participation in the great world conflagration leaving a strong mark on all areas
of the state's life and affecting most of the inhabitants. Among those who felt the consequences
of the war most acutely were the inhabitants of the villages, who, despite the agrarian reform,
from which they benefited, found themselves confronted with countless problems, some of
which seemed unsolvable. The lack of agricultural machinery to work their land, the burdensome
conditions in which they could borrow the money needed to buy it, the difficulties in capitalizing
on agricultural products, the numerous taxes they had to pay, the precariousness of sanitary
measures and the increase in the number of illiterates were just some of the elements that made
the situation of the peasants extremely difficult. Since the state could not solve all these
problems, some of them were taken over by civil society. The first step in this direction was
taken by the Royal Cultural Foundation "Prince Carol", under whose auspices, in numerous
localities, especially in rural areas, where almost 80% of the country's population lived, cultural
centers were established, designed to raise the level of culture of the inhabitants. An important
factor in this period was the agrarian reform of 1921, which aimed to divide the estates and large
lands of the boyars to the peasants. This led to an increase in the number of landowners and the
formation of smaller holdings. The reform contributed to some modernization of agriculture by
increasing peasants' access to land and means of production, but traditional models continued to
dominate in many areas. On the other hand, the interwar period brought a series of government
initiatives aimed at modernizing agriculture, with measures specifically targeting larger
landowners. New tools and technologies, such as tractors and agricultural machinery, were
introduced, and agricultural schools began to train some peasants in more efficient methods of
production. The beginning of the Second World War (1939-1940) disorganized the country's
agricultural activity and affected the peasantry the most. In 1945, we find the same traditional
household, which made its living from daily activities, such as caring for animals, producing
food based more on plant products, making clothing, and additional income was obtained
through other trades, such as carpentry, furriery, wheelwrighting, etc.*®

In the 1941 census, the total area of land owned with land under 5 hectares had decreased
to a quarter of the total arable area, compared to half represented in the 1930 census. The 1945
agrarian reform resulted in a total of 5.5 million owners, of whom 36.4% had between 0.5 and 1
hectare of land, 42% between 1 and 3 hectares, 19.3% between 3 and 10 hectares, 2% owned
between 10 and 50 hectares of arable land, and 0.3% had areas larger than 50 hectares. Although,

18 Deaconu, Jaranimea romdna in anii 1934-1944, o constiinta la hotarul dintre doua lumi, Craiova: Scrisul
Romaénesc, 1984, p. 20; Gabriel Popescu , Nicolae Istudor, Colectia Probleme de politica agrara 4 , Gospodaria
taraneasca in economia rurald, Bucuresti : Editura ASE, 2017, p. 12



after the reform, the average per household was 2 hectares of arable land and the total population
active in agriculture was 71%, the lack of agricultural technology and machinery did not exempt
them from working hard to ensure the food needs of the population.
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